AFTER years of hearing my students wail, "If I could just get started and narrow my subject, maybe I could get a theme written," I have been consistently applying the Why-and-Because method to their problems. I begin by encouraging them to express an opinion about something that interests them and about something they know. Almost anything will do: their backgrounds, their experiences, their hobbies, their political beliefs, or their friends and enemies. There is probably no one grou:" more opinion.. ated than teenagers, for they have an opinion on almost anything that crosses their line of vision. They hate, despise, adore, worship, and swoon over people, causes, problems, and trends with an intensity that is 'almost frightening at times. Whether their cause is the Beatles, the draft-card burners, the demonstrators in a picket line, Hell's Angels, or the war in Viet Nam, they are not only ready but eager to express their opinions. Asking a teenager why he believes as he does not only surprises him but flatters him, too, for, as does everyone else, he likes to be noticed. When his opinions are respected, even though challenged, he realizes that someone really cares about what he thinks. Nor does the opinion have to be startlingly significant to be considered, for even a trivial opinion can be used as grist for the mind mill. I have found that in priming the pump with the question why and then controlling the flow of his becauses by channeling them into a simple pattern, some of his writing problems disappear.
Let's take, for example, the non-verbal student who rarely says much and usually writes even less. He will respond to why, however, as well as anyone else although probably not as quickly nor as profusely. Even though he will probably never overwhelm anyone with a rush of original and exciting ideas, he can be coaxed into sayir g something. Hopefully, there will not be many like this remedial. student. In the beginning of the semester, he seemed perfectly satisfied to sit for an hour and stare, with no apparent discomfort, at one five-word sem= tence that he had finally written. When I chastised him the first time for wasting almost the whole period, he just looked at me and said, "I know I'm not writing anything, but I have a problem. I'm a stutterer." I told him I realized that, but THE VERBAL and creative student, too, can profit from the 'why-and -because approach, for his problem lies in his facility and fluency. His thoughts tumble around as clothes in a dryer, because he never takes time to sort them out. His themes are often .a hodge-podge collection of incoherent sentences and irrelevant examples that distract from the central idea and defeat whatever purpose he might have begun with. He is the type who sits down and blithely dashes off 500 words on any assigned subject and hands it in, confidently expecting an A.
He rarely has narrowed his focus to a clear, central idea and has no other purpose than to write the required number of words. He rarely gets around to summarizing his ideas, because they are too scattered to be related to each other. He rarely concludes his theme; he just PRIMING abandons it when the 500 words have been written. Because he can leap astride his ideas and ride off in all directions at once, he mistakenly thinks he is a fluent writer. The priming of the pump in his case is not as important as channeling the flood of ideas that rush heedlessly into expression.
So, let us consider the type of student who reads widely, discusses everything, thinks rapidly, if illogically, and willingly expresses his opinion on any subject. His ideas do not have to be dragged out of his fertile, though uncultivated, mind by intensive questioning, but he should learn to approach his subject with the same cautiousness as does the plodding thinker. If he is allowed to run rampant and express his too-often irresponsible ideas, he may grow to depend on his glittering generalities, his involved, fuzzily constructed sentences, and his high-flown language, thinking that all this will impress the reader. I REMEMBER vividly, one student who loved to probe for and analyze the often obscure meanings some novelists hide beneath clever plots and brilliant dialogue. This student was a voracious reader who looked forward to the two book reviews required each semester on outside reading. He was particularly enamored with symbolism, and he found it in everything: the shape of wastepaper baskets, the designs on iced-up windshields, the patterns in dress materials, and the arrangement of desks and chairs in a classroom. He had a facile and ready response to everything, but he had escaped thus far without having been made responsible for his glibly aired but usually unsupported opinions. Because he was wildly enthusiastic about the symbolism he had discovered in The Sun Also Rises, I suggested that he explore his ideas and write a 1000-word paper on the symbolism he had found in the novel.
Knowing, however, that he would bubble up and foam over with hundreds THE PUMP 111 of ideas and make little or no effort to organize them, I insisted that he make a brief but purposeful outline before he began writing the paper. Getting his thesis statement was no problem, but the thought that he was obliged to exert on the outline was more taxing. Organizing his thoughts, although the most difficult part of the assignment, was also the most rewarding part for him. I was rewarded, too, for Lay unrelenting attitude, when I saw the following outline of what was probably the most impressive theme he had ever written: Even with flaws in outline and reasoning, it is obvious that this student was capable of mature and logical analysis. He wrote a tight 1000-word theme that said a great deal more because he had focused the paper on a clear central idea instead of spewing forth 2,000 words of randomly selected ideas.
Naturally, the majority of students will fall into the in-between area, for such polar examples are the extreme rather than the usual. I selected these two examples to show that the same why-and-because approach can be used with both the brilliant .,nd the unimaginative student. My honors students quickly grasp the idea, apply it, and skillfully disguise the bones of their skeleton outlines with mature sentences, subtle transitions, and coherent unified paragraphs full of discriminatory examples. Released from the problem of wondering what to say in the next paragraph, they can apply themselves to their rhetoric. The non-fluent student, whose ideas are pried from almost barren soil, is also set free by his before-writing organization so he can labor over his 15-word-or-fewer sentences without distraction. Each has provided himself with a road map that indicates major changes in direction and a specific destination toward which he can move without getting lost on unmarked detours. Both know where they are going and when they have arrived. Thus, the often despised, write-a-450-word-theme-forMonday assignment becomes less onerous. Just knowing how to prime his own pump with why and channeling his becauses into a pattern, the student be- 
